STEAGUE FORT

she had was the flat, tool-marked collar that Sea-thing
had worn the first day. They felt heavy enough for
a man's price. She began walking over to the gate
very quietly; the ground was sticky under foot with
lumps of cold fat and spilled honey-beer; but the men
and women smelt stronger than their food or drink.
Very slowly she slid back the bolts all hidden and
dark in the passage through the wall, under the flat,
huge stone slabs of the lintel. Nobody stirred. She
went back towards the horses; on the way she picked
up Sea-thing; they were sure to kill him if she left
him. The horses were tied to bronze rings in the
wall, their bridles were hung on nails above them,
she reached up for one. A horse turned and snuffed
at her. She was frightened of touching it: she felt too
dirty; even her hair was matted and streaky. She
took up some of the horses' bracken bedding and
scrubbed herself with it. Then she held out her hand
to the horse; its eyes were less sad than a cow's eyes,
more like a man's; its shoulder was level with hers.
Soon she was less frightened; she loosed it from its
ring, put on the bridle, first wrong, then right, took
S$-thing on one arm and led out the horse, always
quietly, with her heart beating so hard it shook her
all over.

Once outside the horse began to graze hard in the
starlight; she got the baby rolled up in a cloak and
pinned it so that both her hands were free; then
pushed up a stone, got on to it and scrambled over
the horse's back, falling forwards with both arms
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